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The research on which this paper is based is a response to the UNESCO
directive for the Decade of Education for Sustainable Development
(ESD) 2005–2014. Educators are advised to prepare young people for
sustainable development and global citizenship and the Arts should be
included in programmes in ESD. This paper presents an overview of a
research project based on the hypothesis that educational drama might be
a useful medium for teaching and learning in environmental, sustainable
development and global citizenship education. Central to the project, an
ethnographic case study employing a multi-case approach, based on three
research questions, was a series of drama–ESD lessons, taught to three
classes of 10–11 year old children in three primary schools in the West of
Scotland. Data were gathered using a range of instruments: interviews;
observation schedules; pupil evaluations; research-practitioner reflective
field notes; and video-recordings of the lessons. This paper presents a
summary of the results of the extensive, multi-dimensional analysis of the
data, in terms of the pedagogical themes that began to emerge. The final
section of the paper suggests that there are many pedagogical approaches
common to educational drama and ESD and that, indeed, a range of
dramatic techniques and conventions can be an important addition to the
repertoire of active learning approaches employed by the ESD educator.
Keywords: education for sustainable development; educational drama;
pedagogy; ecopedagogy; global citizenship education
Background and location of the research
The focus of this paper is a research project that examined the potential
of educational drama as a learning medium in Education for Sustainable
Development (ESD) and, by extension, Global Citizenship education. A vision
for ESD is set out by UNESCO (United Nations Education, Scientific and
Cultural Organisation) for the 2005–2014 The Decade of Education for
Sustainable Development. Its goal is to ‘encourage changes in behaviour that
will create a more sustainable future in terms of environmental integrity,
economic viability, and a just society for present and future generations’
*Email: m.j.mcnaughton@strath.ac.uk
D
o
w
n
lo
ad
ed
 B
y:
 [
Mc
Na
ug
ht
on
, 
Ma
ri
e 
Je
an
ne
] 
At
: 
07
:4
6 
12
 O
ct
ob
er
 2
01
0
290  M.J. McNaughton
(UNESCO 2005) and to help young people to become ‘global citizens’
(UNESCO 2006). In response, the Scottish Government (SDELG 2006)
recommends that education for sustainable development should offer young
people opportunities to practise and develop: 
● sensitivity to and appreciation of the social and natural environment;
● some factual understanding of environmental and social problems and
issues;
● knowledge/understanding of the social environment;
● skills to find out about and explore environmental issues;
● civic skills to influence decision-making in society;
● researching and communicating information about one’s own environ-
ment;
● improving one’s own environment: acting responsibly; and
● critical reflection on the quality of environmental developments.
Educators are challenged to find interesting and meaningful ways of helping
young people to develop the knowledge, skills and values they will need to
become actively involved in building a more sustainable future. UNESCO
states that drama can be part of the teaching and learning process. This paper
sets out the results of a research project the aim of which was to discover if the
pedagogy of educational drama could provide a useful methodology for teach-
ing and learning in ESD.
Educational drama and education for sustainable development
As well as working in environmental education, I am also a drama educator.
Many parallels with the philosophical and pedagogical concerns expressed by
environmental and sustainable development educators can be found in the writ-
ing of drama practitioner-researchers, for example, Neelands (1992, 2006,
2007) and Winston (1998, 2006). Environmental educationalists highlighted
the dichotomy between process and product models of education (Huckle
2002, Palmer 1998, Sterling 2001). Neelands asserts that the English school
system ‘has become obsessed with curriculum and assessment at the expense
of pedagogy’ (2002, 9). This fits with Sterling’s critique of the prevailing
educational paradigm. Like Sterling, who rejects mechanistic planning and
target setting in favour of ‘organic, participative, open, iterative and evolving’
pedagogies (2001, 80), Neelands urges drama educators to move beyond defin-
ing drama within a narrow range of skills and to ‘reclaim the pedagogical heart
of drama’ (2007, 3). Neelands presents a model of a ‘pedagogical contract for
human learning’ (2002, 8) in which he proposes a set of dialectics. Learners,
he suggests, are best served when opportunities are offered for dialogue
between ‘mindfulness and playfulness; planned and lived experiences; neces-
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sary constraints and necessary freedoms; and imagination and knowledge’.
Similarly, Sterling (2001, 2005) presents an ‘ecological’ educational paradigm,
central to which are ‘critical and creative inquiry; process, development and
action; responsibility and democracy; and valuing of intuition, intellect and
capability’ (2001, 59).
Key ideas in educational drama
It might be useful to define, briefly, what is meant in this paper by ‘educational
drama’. Heathcote (in Wagner 1979) used the term drama as a learning
medium. The ‘drama’ referred to in my work is not based on pre-written
scripts or performance. Rather, educational drama harnesses children’s natural
ability to ‘play act’. It is principally based in story, is mainly improvised and
often employs the strategy of teacher-in-role. As in story, the dilemmas and
problems faced by the characters create dramatic tension. In role, using
dramatic strategies such as improvisation and still or moving images, and out
of role, in discussion, the teacher and children explore the ideas and feelings
underpinning these tensions and look at different perspectives (Bolton 1992,
1998; O’Neill 1995). In addition, Kitson and Spiby (1997) suggest that educa-
tion drama provides learners with opportunities to operate in both cognitive
and affective states, sometimes simultaneously. Because of this, educational
drama is in a position to provide a balance of the rational and the aesthetic.
Thus, a range of personal, social, political and ethical ideas, values and
perspectives may be explored through the medium of drama (Norman 1999).
However, although drama may be seen as a method of teaching across the
curriculum, it is also an art form, with its own unique conventions, languages
and methods of expression. Neelands and Goode (2000) have adapted and
developed many drama and theatre conventions into techniques (such as mime,
still image or role-play) that can be used by teachers and pupils to enhance
drama in education while remaining true to the uniqueness of the art form.
A pedagogical approach to ESD through drama: ecopedagogy in action
An analysis of the literature pertaining to the effective delivery of ESD in
the school curriculum (McNaughton 2007) revealed ESD to be under-
pinned by six pedagogical themes. Thus, effective environmental and
sustainability education should be: holistic; active and participative; based
on and in the environment; focused on values; based on action compe-
tence; and systemic. This section makes links between the pedagogy under-
pinning education for sustainable development and that of the educational
drama employed during this research, and suggests reasons why this meth-
odology might be useful in teaching and learning in ESD. Together, the
pedagogies might be viewed as describing a model for progressive, transfor-
mative education (Sterling 2005).
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Holistic learning
The integrated, holistic nature of learning is a recurrent theme in environmen-
tal and sustainable development educational research (Palmer 1998, Sterling
2001). The drama–ESD lessons in this research were holistic in the sense that
the teaching and learning crossed the boundaries imposed by traditional
subject groupings and allowed children to move across the disciplines as they
learned about aspects of their world. The fictional context offered opportuni-
ties to extend learning and intellectual development through language and
literacy, science and art. The children were engaged holistically: in cognitive,
affective and kinaesthetic learning (Gardener 1983).
Active and participative
The discourse of environmental and sustainable development education places
the emphasis on pedagogical strategies that can encompass a wide range of
active, participative experiences: pupils should engage in critical, investiga-
tive, discursive, open-ended tasks that will challenge them intellectually and
engage them emotionally (Palmer 1998). The drama–ESD lessons in this
research fulfil these criteria, as, throughout the drama activities, the children
were required to engage actively with the learning context and with each other.
The introduction of environmental and social problems or dilemmas (What
can we do? What will we chose?) created moments of dramatic tension
designed to produce thoughtful and creative individual, group and whole class
responses (Taylor 2000).
Based on and in the environment
Education outside of the classroom, in the environment, is identified as a basic
principle in ESD (SOEnD 1993). There is no claim, here, that learning in the
environment is not important, nor that drama can be a substitute for field visits
into the local and wider environment. However, there are places where field-
studies excursions cannot go: to far away places, to remote societies, to hostile
communities, to places in the past or the future or in the imagination. Drama
allows the children not only to visualise the places and people in stories, but
also to use their imagination to ‘be’ in the environments, to walk through them
and interact with them using ‘authentic’ language and behaviour. The concep-
tual link between the drama experiences and learning in ESD can be made, here,
through the area of experiential learning (Kolb 1984). In the process of engaging
in ‘living through’ drama (Bolton 1998), the fictional environment of the drama
was able to provide real contexts for effective, meaningful learning in ESD.
Focused on values
At the heart of sustainable living there must be a set of values, held by indi-
viduals and by society, by which they try to live and make choices (Wells and
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Scott 1992; UNCED 1992). Within the imagined context of the drama–ESD
lessons, often as a result of the challenges set by the teacher while in role,
ideas and values were considered and explored. Winston uses the phrase ‘the
moral power of the enacted narrative’ (1998, 94) when discussing the potential
of using drama to help pupils to engage in key themes underpinning values and
moral education. Acting out, and being involved in the stories of the characters
in the drama would allow the children to question and challenge values and to
make judgements and choices.
Action competence in the environment
A recurring view in environmental and sustainable development education is
that pupils should be encouraged to be active participants in the care and stew-
ardship of the local and global aspects of the world in which they live (SOEnD
1993; SOED 2000). Both within the fictional contexts of the drama–ESD
lessons and outside of drama in follow-up classroom activities, the children
practised a number of the skills and considered the dispositions necessary for
active citizenship and for taking action for a sustainable environment.
Systemic approaches to ESD
David suggests that, the transformative potential of active pupil participation
(in sustainable development education) will be lost if established structures
within the education system stop this pedagogy from taking root and flourish-
ing (2007, 434). As part of the evaluative process of this research, the teachers
expressed disappointment that there seemed to be little incentive to develop
whole school and education authority policy that favoured the more holistic,
cross-curricular approach taken in this study. The presentation of the evidence
from this research aims to make a contribution to the case for systemic
changes in approaches to the curriculum.
Methodology
In order to test my hypothesis a propos the potential of educational drama in
ESD, I undertook a qualitative research study, at the heart of which was
the planning, teaching and analysis of a series of ESD-based drama lessons.
I evolved three research questions that would both drive the research and focus
the analysis. I wished to discover: what specific learning outcomes in ESD
might be addressed through the medium of drama; how specific drama tech-
niques and conventions might be useful in teaching and learning in ESD; and
what the actions and interactions of the participants (both pupils and teacher)
within drama–ESD lessons might indicate about why drama may be a useful
tool in teaching and learning in ESD. An extensive search of the relevant
sources revealed only two research papers that explored or examined specific
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links between learning in and through drama and learning in environmental
and sustainable development education: Appleby (2001) and Burt and Lotz-
Sisitka (2002). However, neither paper made explicit the possible pedagogical
parallels between the drama being described and their earlier discussions of
ESD. There were further handbooks and articles that set out drama lessons and
activities relating to environmental and sustainable development education, for
example, Baldwin (2004) and McLauchlan (2006). However, these presented
practical teaching materials, and none made explicit links to research pertain-
ing to learning processes or educational outcomes.
The initial methodology selected was an ethnographic case study employ-
ing a multi-case approach (Winston 2006), where each of two sets of drama–
ESD lessons conducted with each of three classes constituted a ‘case’, making
six cases in total. I made the decision to work as a researcher-teacher in the
project in order to be ‘a presence in the research’ (Burt and Lotz-Sistaka 2002,
139). Burt describes how she used her research writing within the context of
a theatre project, to reflect on her own practice. As the researcher-teacher,
I would be intimately connected with the learning processes, my own as well
as those of the children. I was not going to be an observer but an active partic-
ipant in the teaching and learning process, and phenomena occurring within
the drama lessons would have an effect on me as well as on the children. Full
ethical approval for all stages of the research, that is, the data collection, anal-
ysis and dissemination, was obtained (from the university ethical approval
committee, from the schools, from parents and from the pupils involved)
before any of the work was undertaken.
The drama–ESD lessons
I worked with children and teachers in two Year 6 (10–11 years old) primary
classes in urban primary schools situated in the West of Scotland (designated
as Classes A and B) to implement two sets of drama lessons, devised by me,
based on two ESD issues. In addition, I negotiated for the lessons to be repli-
cated by a teacher (Mrs B.) from a third school with her class – Class C. She
undertook the drama–ESD lessons with her class in the term following my
work with Classes A and B. Flick (1998) advises putting in place processes
that might detect and minimise bias. By asking another teacher to indepen-
dently teach and evaluate the lessons, I hoped to reduce the possibilities of bias
in later analysis of the children’s learning in ESD.
Both dramas explored the stories of the impact of specific sustainable
development issues on the people living in the fictional communities in
which the stories were based. The first set of lessons, The Dump drama,
looked at a local issue – illegal dumping of rubbish and waste (known as ‘fly-
tipping’, in the UK) – and the effects that this had on a small community. The
residents (teacher and children in role) living across from the dumping site
experienced increasing levels of discomfort. Eventually, they made plans and
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took action to deal with the problem for themselves. The second set of
lessons, The Rainforest drama, looked at a global issue, the destruction of the
rainforests and the effect this has, not only on the environment, but also on
communities who live in and depend on the forests. The drama, set in a time
about 20 years in the past, was based on the story of a community (teacher
and children in role) whose homes were threatened by deforestation. The
lessons explored the feelings and responses of people whose way of life is
being threatened and considered the human cost of global expansion and
development. Both dramas were framed from the perspective of the commu-
nities in the stories whose lives were adversely affected by the environmental
issues involved.
A range of educational drama conventions and strategies (from Baldwin
2004; Neelands and Goode 2000) were examined in order to select the ones
which would fit with the drama stories and which might help the children to
achieve certain learning outcomes in sustainable development education. A set
of specific Teaching Aims and Learning Outcomes (see Figure 1), linked to
knowledge and concepts, skills, and attitudes in ESD was designed to accom-
pany each set of lessons. The class teachers, who knew their pupils well,
Figure 1. Teaching aims and learning outcomes.
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agreed to act as observers during the lessons. Data were collected that might
provide evidence of learning linked to the drama–ESD lessons.
Figure 1. Teaching aims and learning outcomes.
Three stages in the data analysis
By the end of the one-year data-collection phase of the study, I had accumu-
lated a very large amount of data: nine teacher-observers’ observations and
comments on the lessons; 180 children’s evaluations; 30 interview transcrip-
tions with teacher-observers, children and Mrs B.; 200-plus pieces of chil-
dren’s written and drawn work based on the lessons; my extensive
practitioner-researcher reflective field notes; and more than 10 hours of
video-recording of the drama–ESD lessons. Each of these data provided
potential evidence that enabled me to answer the three questions central to the
research and, indeed, the research questions (see above) were used to guide
my sorting, display and analysis of the data. The data from interviews, evalu-
ations, children’s work and my reflective field notes were counted, coded,
categorised and displayed using a series of matrices and vignettes (Miles and
Huberman 1994). Analytical tools, including a transcription key, classifica-
tions for verbal and non-verbal discourse, and a three-column transcription
and analysis matrix (Gee 2005; Bloom et al. 2004) were used to analyse all
aspects of the interactions between the drama participants captured in the
video-recordings of the lessons. A full account of the evidence and the stages
in the analysis processes may be found in McNaughton (2008). The next
section of this paper sets out a synopsis of the answers to the three research
questions.
The outcomes from the analysis of the data
In this section, the main outcomes from the analysis of the three research ques-
tions are brought together and summarised in order to provide an overview of
the research assertions. Each of the three research questions is addressed indi-
vidually. The intention is to demonstrate the cumulative weight of evidence,
summarised here, in support of the claim that drama is a useful tool in the
teaching and learning of ESD.
Question 1: drama and learning outcomes in ESD
What specific sustainable development education outcomes in terms of knowl-
edge and concepts, skills and competences, values and positive attitudes, may
be addressed through the medium of drama?
This question is addressed in terms of the Aims and Learning Outcomes set
out in Figure 1. In terms of Knowledge and Concepts, there was substantial
evidence from all of the data sources (interviews, observations, evaluations,
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children’s written and drawn responses) that the main teaching aims for each
of the two sets of lessons were met. The analysis of the evidence supported the
claim that the drama had an impact on the children’s knowledge and under-
standing in both issues, i.e. inappropriate waste disposal (The Dump drama)
and dispossession (The Rainforest drama), and in terms of human rights and
social justice. This was corroborated by the teachers’ observations and assess-
ments. There was also substantial evidence to suggest that engaging in drama
helped the children to practise and develop the skills necessary to take action
in and for the environment (McNaughton 2006). The nature of the drama
activities afforded the children an understanding of the need to use and
develop essential skills in co-operating, in collaborating, in communicating
their thoughts and ideas, in stating their own opinions, and in listening to the
opinions of others. There was also evidence of the use of higher-order skills:
synthesis of ideas and information. They were able to infer and to speculate
about meanings and intentions and they could make important and difficult
decisions by weighing up options. This evidence was corroborated by the chil-
dren’s evaluation of their own learning and by the assessment and observa-
tions of the teachers. The evidence suggested that the drama was particularly
useful in developing positive attitudes and in helping the children to express
personal views, both in and out of role, about the nature of the environment
and about the role that people can play in taking care of it. The children’s
responses revealed sympathy for people whose lives were affected by inappro-
priate waste disposal or deforestation and displacement, but there was also
evidence of empathy. Both within and outside the drama they were able to
express personal views about the kind of environment in which they wished to
live. Because the drama allowed the children to ‘become’ the characters in the
stories, it enabled them to empathise with the characters and, thus, to make
personal responses to the underlying environmental issues. The teacher-
observers’ views were that the engagement in drama gave a depth of perspec-
tive that would not easily be achievable in classroom-based work on the same
issues.
A striking example of how the drama from The Dump lessons had an
impact on the children’s ‘real life’ behaviour was that one group of children
from Class B, working independently during the summer holidays, planned
and carried out a ‘clean up’ of the grounds surrounding their local scout hut,
using equipment lent to them free of charge by a local DIY chain. In addition,
the teachers reported parents’ comments about the children’s increased inter-
est in a range of environmental and sustainable development issues reported in
national and international news.
An attitude that was more implicitly suggested than explicitly stated in the
responses was that of the children’s willingness to take part in the activities.
Their responses reveal that they not only took part willingly but that they
found the drama to be ‘exciting’, ‘interesting’ and ‘fun’ and that ‘it was good
hearing everybody’s thoughts’. A positive learning environment might be
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more likely to generate interest and enthusiasm for the subject being taught
(Massey 2003), in this case, education for sustainable development.
Question 2: the use of drama conventions in ESD
Which drama conventions and associated teaching strategies (i.e. how they were
used) were particularly useful in helping the children to explore issues and
extend their learning in ESD?
As I had taught the lessons, my personal and professional choices and
responses within the lessons were deemed to be central to the analysis
processes. I chose to employ a ‘reflective, evidential, and descriptive
approach’ (Embree 1997) in the examination of the phenomena occurring
within the experimental setting of the drama–ESD lessons. This was based
on my reflective field notes supplemented with references to comments from
the observers, the children and Mrs B., the teacher of Class C. This analysis
strategy sought to build a detailed conceptual framework of the types of
educational experiences that were involved. Links between the conventions
and strategies used in the drama lessons and the learning in ESD were
uncovered. Fourteen dramatic conventions (for example, mime, still image,
small-group and whole-group role play and teacher-in-role) were used.
These gave the participants opportunities to explore and develop the contexts
and the narratives, and to explore the feelings and thoughts of the characters,
through language and action (Neelands and Goode 2000). The close analysis
allowed a synthesis of the drama conventions and teaching strategies and
identified five aspects that were particularly effective in helping to extend
the children’s learning in ESD. These are set out in the five sub-sections
below.
(1) Whole-group drama: working in fictional contexts and communities
In each of the two dramas, the children’s roles as part of a community allowed
them to become immersed in the stories and to identify with the characters that
they were playing (Neelands 1992). In the data related to both The Dump
and The Rainforest dramas, there was evidence of the children’s ability not
only to devise and sustain their own chosen role within the group (for exam-
ple, ‘a mother with young children’ in The Dump or a ‘young hunter’ in The
Rainforest) but also to work collaboratively (both in and out of role) to
develop and extend the fictional environmental context. They were able to
apply their prior knowledge of the context to the dramatic situation and
to identify gaps in their knowledge for further research. For example they were
able to speak in role to describe what a dump looks like or recreate in move-
ment and mime aspects of how people live in remote communities. The chil-
dren identified with the situation and characters (Prendiville and Toye 2007),
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and the data suggested that this gave depth to their understanding of and
sympathy for the situations faced by the residents and the villagers. This
demonstrates links to learning related to the development of concepts, skills
and values in ESD.
(2) The convention of teacher-in-role
The convention of the teacher taking a role in the drama, playing a part in
the action alongside the children, was an important part of each of the
dramas. The teacher-in-role was adopted for a number of purposes: to model
behaviour and speech; to drive the narrative; to capture the children’s atten-
tion and interest; to allow the children to give and gain information through
making statements and asking questions; to challenge assumptions and
beliefs from within the drama; and to introduce and develop dramatic tension
(Neelands 1992; O’Neill 1995). In some of the roles, the teacher adopted a
high status position in relation to the children’s characters (a local council-
lor; the manager of a logging company). This allowed the children to
describe and explain problems and dilemmas, state opinions and express
feelings, consider their own positions and opinions and offer alternative
suggestions. In other roles, the teacher adopted an equal or lower status role
in relation to the children’s characters (a neighbour who needed help to
dispose of waste more safely; a village woman who had a sick baby). This
allowed the children to ask a wide range of questions of the teacher’s charac-
ter, describe events and suggest solutions, offer advice and consolation, chal-
lenge ideas and make decisions about various aspects of the fictional context.
All of these learning experiences link closely with the knowledge, skills and
values outcomes in ESD (Palmer 1998). The strategy of teacher-in-role
allowed the teacher to work as a peer within the drama and the evidence
suggests that this engendered in the children genuine enthusiasm for the
learning context.
(3) Being still and moving creatively: using the art form of drama
A strategy used in both dramas was the creation of still images. These allowed
the children to reflect on and attempt to reveal the inner feelings (Neelands and
Goode 2000) or the inner thinking of the characters and to explore the relation-
ships and tensions between them. Contrasting still images, for example, show-
ing the residents before and after the appearance of the dump, allowed the
children opportunities to reflect on the effects of change and threat on the lives
of the people involved. The making of still images required the children to
work in groups to examine evidence, speculate and interpret in order to create
dramatic representations of specific experiences within the stories. This
required higher order thinking and the synthesis of a number of concepts:
skills necessary for ESD (Laing and McNaughton 2001).
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The children were also asked to compose and present several mimes and
moving images within the drama lessons. In The Dump drama they depicted
the clearing up of the dump by the residents in naturalistic detail. In The
Rainforest drama the children were asked to work in groups to create a defor-
estation scene where groups would create the ‘beasts’ (the forest clearing
machinery) eating the forest. This creative movement piece was an aesthetic
interpretation rather than a naturalistic representation. However, they put
effort into making their chosen machines as accurate as possible, consulting
photographs and discussing specific technical details. Evidence from evalua-
tions and interviews suggested that through the activity the children’s concept
of the power and relentlessness of modern deforestation was extended: many
said that they could imagine the forest scene clearly. Thus there are links to
knowledge and concepts in ESD.
(4) Improvising and presenting within the dramatic context
Improvising within the imagined contexts allowed the children to use their
knowledge and understanding of the environmental and sustainability issues to
express a range of facts, opinions and feelings, to ask questions and to make
decisions. The evidence suggests that the potential of the children’s natural
ability to make-believe (Egan 1992) was exploited by the drama to generate
an extended fiction within which their learning in ESD could be developed.
The children were also required, in The Dump drama, to create an improvised
newscast presentation, summarising the story of the residents. The planning
and dramatic presentation of residents’ stories allowed the children opportuni-
ties to interpret and express the emotions of the people whose lives were
blighted by the dump. In addition, in drama, there is a tension between the real
world of the classroom and the fictional world being created within the drama
(Bolton 1998). The holding together of these two ‘realities’ required effort,
and a commitment from the children to the learning context and to each other.
The data provide evidence of both effort and commitment: necessary attitudes
for learning in ESD (Huckle 2002).
(5) Teaching strategies employed in the drama–ESD lessons
My reflective narrative identified and described the nature and range of teach-
ing strategies employed during the drama–ESD lessons. The analysis of the
data identified four aspects of my teaching strategies used in the drama–ESD
lessons that contributed to the children’s learning in ESD. These were: 
● engaging in culturally responsive teaching (Gay 2000; Ladson-Billings
1995);
● adhering to emancipatory principles in teaching (UNICEF 2005; Sugrue
1997);
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● adopting ‘transformative’ approaches: that is, supporting the children in
the construction of meaning from their experiences and allowing them
ownership of the learning context (Sterling 2001, 2005); and
● involving the children in participative reflection as part of the teaching
and learning processes (Gough 1997; Neelands 2006).
In summary, their engagement with the dramatic conventions and the asso-
ciated strategies employed by the teacher, allowed the children opportunities
to practise and develop a wide range of skills in thinking, interpreting infor-
mation, communication, collaboration, decision making, sharing ideas,
making judgments and deductions. These higher order skills are necessary for
taking action for sustainable development and participating in active citizen-
ship (Deuchar 2006).
Question 3: participants’ interactions in drama–ESD lessons
What do the actions and interactions of the participants (both pupils and
teacher) within the drama–ESD lessons indicate about how and why drama
may be a useful tool in teaching and learning in sustainable development
education?
To address this question, the actions and interactions (the discourse) of the
drama participants, captured in video-recordings, was analysed. The aim of
this analysis was to identify key moments in the drama that demonstrated the
participants (pupils and teacher) engaging in behaviour that may have had a
bearing on the learning in ESD. The hours of video recordings of the lessons
were edited to produce two DVDs each containing a compilation of extracts
representative of the range of drama activities from the lessons. Gee states that
the purpose of discourse analysis is to reflect on what has been said and to,
‘discover better, deeper and more humane interpretations’ (2005, 2). In a
three-column matrix (adapted from Spiers (2004), see Figure 2) all of the
discourse (verbal and non-verbal) in each extract was transcribed (Column 1).
All of the transcribed discourse was analysed using nine categories of verbal
discourse and six categories of non-verbal discourse (Column 2). The results
of the analysis were subjected to thematic coding (Column 3), for example, PI:
personal involvement; F/R: awareness of the fictional context. Analytical
commentaries were added. A full description of the analysis process can be
found in McNaughton (2009).
Figure 2. Example of the three-column discourse analysis matrix: brief extract.The analysis of individual extracts identified actions and interactions
among the children, and between the teacher and the children, which demon-
strated that learning in ESD was taking place during the drama. From this
analysis, four particular aspects emerged to provide evidence of why the drama
facilitated learning in ESD. These are set out below.
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(1) The development of fictional contexts within the drama–ESD lessons
A major feature of the drama work, evident in extracts throughout the video-
recordings, was the children’s role in development of aspects of the fictional
environmental contexts. They did not simply depict pre-determined events and
characters but were involved in actively creating and shaping, through impro-
visation, how characters and their stories developed (Winston 1998; Taylor
2000). In all of the extracts it was possible to identify, in the children’s behav-
iour and interactions, aspects of learning linked to the development of
concepts and knowledge, skills and attitudes in ESD. Two salient examples of
the demonstration of concepts and knowledge were the children’s recognition
of the social and environmental impact of inappropriate disposal of waste, and
their knowledge of the lives of the people who lived in the rainforest during
the time in which the drama was taking place. Likewise, in terms of skills, the
children could be seen supporting each other within the group by prompting,
listening and responding, turn-taking and showing consideration and patience.
In many of the clips, the children can be seen working together, using their
own ideas, to construct complex fictional contexts out of which their concepts
and knowledge of the related sustainable development issues could develop
(Selley 1999). The fictional context of the drama appeared to help the children
to understand the environmental problems the characters in the stories had to
deal with.
On a number of occasions the children seemed to be fully immersed in the
pretence of drama. However, from the analysis of their comments, it is evident
that they were aware of the dramatic conventions they were using to maintain
their in-role behaviour: making appropriate lexical and patterning choices:
using vocal pitch and tone; awareness of appropriate posture and movement
(Halliday 1973). The attempt to sustain the fictional context throughout the
dramatic scenes indicates the children’s willingness to make a sustained effort
to engage with the learning. Here, the discourse analysis was a powerful tool
in enabling the representation of the authentic ‘voices’ of the children.
Figure 2. Example of the three-column discourse analysis matrix: brief extract.
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(2) The children’s status within the drama–ESD lessons
In the DVD extracts, there were extended examples of children’s behaviours
in their interactions with each other, and with the teacher, that indicated their
status as equal partners in the learning experiences. The dramatic conventions
appeared to offer the children opportunities to develop their concepts of, and
to initiate actions in response to, the environmental problems posed within the
fictional context of the drama. There was evidence, in the DVD extracts, of the
children initiating, challenging and agreeing or rejecting suggestions of what
might be their future actions as agents within the drama. They directed the
actions of others and they supported each other in their activities and learning.
They worked independently to plan their next steps as characters within the
drama story. The fictional dramatic context provided them with opportunities
to be autonomous in their decision-making, thus developing their skills in, for
example, planning, organising ideas, collaborating and reaching decisions.
They also had to work together to support and sustain each other’s responses
to the environmental and sustainable development issues involved. On several
occasions in both dramas, one or more of the children, in their role as residents
or villagers, were seen to question or reject value-based comments made by
the teacher-in-role. The opportunity to challenge the authority of the teacher
within the controlled situation of the drama allowed the children to demon-
strate their understanding of and their commitment to the underpinning envi-
ronmental concerns of fictional contexts.
(3) Personal and emotional involvement in the dramatic context
In all of the extracts when they were working in role, the children made first
person references to themselves and their possessions while describing events
and experiences witnessed or actions undertaken. In the extracts, when refer-
ring to the other characters, the children used first person personal and posses-
sive pronouns: we; us; our. They also made many references to their
relationships with other characters in the dramas: my son; my husband; my
daughter; our tribe. These lexical choices indicate a sense of personal involve-
ment in the fictional community (Bloom et al. 2004). When working in role,
the children identified and expressed a range of feelings experienced by their
characters or other characters: unhappy; sad; upset; suspicious; angry; glad;
frightened. The drama appeared to allow the children to identify with the char-
acters and the fictional context and to give them the language with which to
express the characters’ emotional responses, illustrating and demonstrating
them rather than describing them (Prendiville and Toye 2007). Obviously, it
would be neither desirable nor appropriate for children to be allowed to expe-
rience real emotions such as distress or fear. However, the evidence suggests
that the fiction of the drama provided a safe context that allowed the children
to gain an understanding of the emotional impact of environmental issues on
the particular fictional communities.
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(4) The role of the teacher: attitudes to status and to supporting learning
The video evidence suggested that my teaching strategies in the drama–ESD
lessons were based on the principles of open, participatory, learner centred,
reflective models of practice, common to both drama education (Neelands
1992; Winston 1998; Baldwin 2004) and to global citizenship and sustainable
development education (Huckle 2002; Palmer 1993). In the drama lessons, my
function could be divided into two discrete but complementary pedagogical
components: working with the children out of role and working with the chil-
dren using the drama convention of teacher-in-role. Out of role, there is
evidence that I used strategies such as giving initial information, negotiating
the fictional space and initial roles, asking questions, confirming ideas and
explaining or extending initial background details to develop the children’s
understanding of and commitment to the fictional contexts. Working in role as
one of the characters in the drama story, there is evidence that I participated in
the development of the fictional context through the adoption of a wide range
of strategies including: defining the location and fictional space; providing
information about and within the fictional context; accepting the children’s
roles within their fictional communities; introducing new characters; seeking
advice and information from the children in role; making references to past or
future fictional events; accepting and developing information offered by the
children in role; and making requests of the children in role. The teacher-in-
role also created and sustained the atmosphere of the drama through voice and
action and introduced elements of dramatic tension: problems, complications,
threats and challenges.
In summary, the analysis of the data revealed that the children’s participa-
tion in educational drama developed learning related to ESD. It also allowed
all of the participants (teacher and pupils) to take part in positive, engaging,
pedagogical experiences. The evidence suggested that the systematic planning
of the learning aims and outcomes, and the use of a wide repertoire of demo-
cratic, participative and sympathetic teaching and learning strategies within the
drama lessons, were instrumental in allowing the children to develop knowl-
edge and concepts, skills and positive attitudes linked to ESD (McNaughton
2004, 2006).
Conclusion
Central to this research was the hypothesis that proposed a possible link
between the strategies and conventions of educational drama, and teaching and
learning in ESD. The extensive analysis of the data pertaining to the three
research questions, set out in this paper, has provided evidence that educa-
tional drama is, indeed, useful in supporting sustainable development and
global citizenship education.
In answering the first research question, close analysis of the data has
demonstrated that educational drama strategies can be effective in helping to
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make links across the curriculum. There was considerable evidence that the
pedagogy of educational drama provided a powerful and positive impact on
the children’s learning. This evidence adds weight to the argument for the
adoption of holistic whole-school approaches to sustainable development and
global citizenship education. I suggest that drama was particularly useful in
the following areas. It provided the teacher and children with meaningful
contexts in which concepts in sustainable development could be explored. It
allowed a wide range of skills linked to ESD to be developed and practised.
And it encouraged the consideration of dispositions, attitudes and values
necessary for positive environmental citizenship.
In relation to the second research question, having demonstrated the useful-
ness of drama as teaching and learning strategy ESD, the analysis of the data
has provided evidence that four specific dramatic conventions and associated
teaching strategies were particularly effective in allowing learning to take
place. Firstly, the drama allowed the children to consider real issues and prob-
lems, but from the ‘distance’ and security of the fictional contexts. Secondly,
the strategy of teacher-in-role enabled the teacher to work alongside the chil-
dren, often modelling behaviour and challenging perceptions from within the
fictional context. Thirdly, in the creation of a number of still and moving
images, the children were able to reflect on and depict their own learning in
ESD using body language and non-verbal communication. Finally, opportuni-
ties for in-role improvisation and presenting of ideas afforded the children
ways of examining a range of perspectives on and responses to environmental
and sustainability concerns.
To address my third research question, I analysed the range of participant
interactions captured during video recordings of the drama–ESD lessons.
There was evidence of the children’s awareness of the need to maintain the
simulation of the fictional context, to ‘keep the drama going’. The children’s
support for each other in their efforts created positive learning environments.
It also, the evidence suggests, raised the children’s status, from passive recip-
ients of education, to active participants and co-creators of the learning expe-
riences. The children identified with the people they had created within the
drama stories and demonstrated sympathy with and empathy for them: and the
environmental problems and challenges they were facing. The evidence
suggests that the open, learner-centred teaching style adopted during the
drama–ESD lessons supported the learners in their efforts and allowed envi-
ronmental learning to take place in holistic, multi-faceted, engaging and mean-
ingful ways.
Based on these conclusions, the next phase of this research aims to extend
the scope of the project through involving practitioners in the implementation
and analysis of new sets of drama–ESD lessons based story and Global
Citizenship themes. Working in partnership with Glasgow City Council and
the International Development Education Association, Scotland (IDEAS)
funding has been sought from the Development Awareness Fund (DAF) in
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order to work with 24 primary schools over three years to develop a model for
practice using story-based drama in ESD that might be a useful tool for teach-
ers and environmental educators.
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